



Women’s use of complementary 
and alternative medicine for the 
treatment of menopause-related 






Australian Research Centre in Complementary and Integrative Medicine, Faculty of Health, 





A thesis submitted for the degree of Doctor of Philosophy at the University of Technology 
Sydney, February 2016 
i 
 
CERTIFICATE OF ORIGINAL AUTHORSHIP 
 
I certify that the work in this thesis has not previously been submitted for a degree nor 
has it been submitted as part of requirements for a degree except as fully acknowledged 
within the text. 
 
I also certify that the thesis has been written by me. Any help that I have received in my 
research work and the preparation of the thesis itself has been acknowledged. In 
addition, I certify that all information sources and literature used are indicated in the 
thesis. 
 











STATEMENT OF CONTRIBUTIONS TO JOINTLY AUTHORED 
WORKS CONTAINED IN THE THESIS 
 
The results presented in this thesis have been submitted for publication in peer-reviewed 
journals through six articles (two literature review papers and four discrete original 
articles), presented in Chapter 2 and Chapter 4. For each of these papers, I have been 
primarily responsible for determining the research question, undertaking the analysis 
and drafting the manuscript. 
 
I have received support in all of these areas by Professor David Sibbritt and Professor 
Jon Adams. Dr Louise Hickman has provided support with final stages of manuscript 
drafting. Dr Jane Frawley has also assisted with drafting the published manuscripts 
contained within this thesis. 
 
I take full responsibility in the accuracy of the findings presented in these publications 





PUBLISHED WORKS BY THE AUTHOR INCORPORATED INTO 
THE THESIS 
Of the six papers included in this thesis, all have been published in the high quality 
peer-review journals. Following is the list of manuscripts contained in this thesis: 
1. Peng, W., Adams, J., Sibbritt, D. W., & Frawley, J. E. (2014). Critical review of 
complementary and alternative medicine use in menopause: focus on prevalence, 
motivation, decision-making, and communication. Menopause, 21(5), 536-548. 
 
2. Peng, W., Sibbritt, D. W., Hickman, L., Kong, X., Yang, L., & Adams, J. (2014). A 
critical review of traditional Chinese medicine use amongst women with menopausal 
symptoms. Climacteric, 17(6), 635-644. 
 
3. Peng, W., Adams, J., Hickman, L., & Sibbritt, D. W. (2014). 
Complementary/alternative and conventional medicine use amongst menopausal 
women: Results from the Australian Longitudinal Study on Women's 
Health. Maturitas, 79(3), 340-342. 
 
4. Peng, W., Adams, J., Hickman, L., & Sibbritt, D. W. (2015). Association between 
consultations with complementary/alternative medicine practitioners and menopause-
related symptoms: a cross-sectional study. Climacteric, 18(4), 551-558. 
 
5. Peng, W., Sibbritt, D. W., Hickman, L., & Adams, J. (2015). Association between 
use of self-prescribed complementary and alternative medicine and menopause-
related symptoms: A cross-sectional study. Complementary Therapies in 
Medicine, 23(5), 666-673. 
 
6. Peng, W., Adams, J., Hickman, L., & Sibbritt, D. W. (2016). Longitudinal analysis 
of associations between women's consultations with complementary and alternative 
medicine practitioners/use of self-prescribed complementary and alternative 




CONFERENCE ORAL PRESENTATIONS 
1. Peng, W., Sibbritt, D., & Adams, J. (2015). The Use of Complementary and 
Alternative Medicine amongst Postmenopausal Women Experiencing Vasomotor 
Symptoms. Integrative Medicine Research, 4(1), 36-37.  
- The 10th International Congress on Complementary Medicine Research 
 
2. Peng, W., Adams, J., & Sibbritt, D. Hormone replacement therapy use in 
menopausal women with palpitations, 2004-2010.  
- 18th Congress of the Australasian Menopause Society 
 
3. Peng, W., Sibbritt, D., & Adams, J. Utilisation of self-prescribed complementary 
and alternative medicine in current hormone replacement therapy users, 2007-2010.  
- 18th Congress of the Australasian Menopause Society 
 
4. Sibbritt, D., Adams, J., Murthy, V., Peng, W. (2013). Australian women's use of 
complementary and alternative medicines (CAM) for mental health: A focus on 
diagnosed depression and anxiety. Forsch Komplementmed. 20(suppl 1), 1. 









AHPRA – Australian Health Practitioners Regulation Agency  
AIHW – Australian Institute of Health and Welfare 
ALSWH – Australian Longitudinal Study on Women’s Health  
CAM – Complementary and alternative medicine 
CI – Confidence interval 
FSH – Follicle-stimulating hormone 
GP – General practitioner 
HRT – Hormone replacement therapy  
HSR – Health services research 
LH – Luteinizing hormone 
NCCAM – National Center for Complementary and Alternative Medicine  
NIH – National Institute of Health 
OCP – Oral contraceptive pill 
OR – Odds ratio 
RCT – Randomised controlled trial 
SNRI – Selective norepinephrine reuptake inhibitors 
SSRI – Selective serotonin reuptake inhibitors 
TCM – Traditional Chinese medicine 
TGA – Therapeutic Goods Administration 
US – United States 
WHI – Women’s Health Initiative 







I would like to thank and acknowledge all those who assisted and supported me in 
completing this thesis. I am appreciative to many people who have encouraged and 
helped me during my PhD journey. 
First of all, thank you very much, my supervisors Professor David Sibbritt, Professor 
Jon Adams, and Dr Louise Hickman. You have not only guided me to increase 
knowledge in research but also shaped me as a researcher and an academic. Thank you 
for giving me the opportunity to study at ARCCIM, for the patience in supervision, and 
for the many invaluable insights into the bigger world of research. 
Thank you my friends, PhD peers, and colleagues who motivate me on every step of the 
PhD candidature. I am particularly appreciative of Dessie Wanda, Sakuntala Anuruang, 
Sarah taki, Hiba Deek, Dwi Linna Suswardany, Jeffrey Vongmany, Jon Wardle, Amie 
Steel, and Jane Frawley who all in their own way have helped me not only in the field 
of research, but also in the adaptation to life in Australia. Without all of you, I could not 
have a great life during my PhD.  
I am incredibly thankful to my parents. They give me endless love and support in every 
way possible. Their love and patience have sustained me and seen me through life in 
Australia.  
Further, I would like to offer my sincere thanks to the menopausal women who so 
kindly participate in the research which developed this thesis. With their help, both 




TABLE OF CONTENTS 
CERTIFICATE OF ORIGINAL AUTHORSHIP ........................................................ i 
STATEMENT OF CONTRIBUTIONS TO JOINTLY AUTHORED WORKS 
CONTAINED IN THE THESIS .................................................................................... ii 
PUBLISHED WORKS BY THE AUTHOR INCORPORATED INTO THE 
THESIS ........................................................................................................................... iii 
CONFERENCE ORAL PRESENTATIONS .............................................................. iv 
ABBREVIATIONS ......................................................................................................... v 
ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS ........................................................................................... vi 
TABLE OF CONTENTS .............................................................................................. vii 
TABLES AND APPENDICES ...................................................................................... xi 
ABSTRACT ................................................................................................................... xii 
CHAPTER 1 BACKGROUND ...................................................................................... 1 
1.1 The examination of complementary and alternative medicine: a health 
services research approach ................................................................................................ 1 
1.1.1 Current approaches to complementary and alternative medicine research .................. 1 
1.1.2 The contribution of health services research to the examination of complementary 
and alternative medicine ....................................................................................................... 2 
1.1.3 A health services research approach to examining complementary and alternative 
medicine in the context of menopause care .......................................................................... 5 
1.2 Aims and scope of thesis ............................................................................................... 6 
1.2.1 Research aim ................................................................................................................ 6 
1.2.2 Research questions ....................................................................................................... 6 
1.2.3 Significance and scope of thesis .................................................................................. 7 
1.2.4 Organisation of thesis................................................................................................... 8 
1.3 The wider significance of complementary and alternative medicine ............. 10 
1.3.1 Definition of complementary and alternative medicine ............................................. 10 
1.3.2 Contemporary context of complementary and alternative medicine ......................... 11 
1.3.3 Complementary and alternative provision in the Australian healthcare setting ......... 17 
viii 
 
1.4 The wider significance of menopause care ........................................................ 21 
1.4.1 Definition of menopause ............................................................................................ 21 
1.4.2 Common menopause-related symptoms .................................................................... 23 
1.4.3 Natural menopause VS surgical menopause .............................................................. 27 
1.4.4 Economic influences on menopause care .................................................................. 28 
1.5 Overview of menopause care provision and providers in Australia ............... 29 
1.5.1 Conventional menopause care providers ................................................................... 29 
1.5.2 Conventional menopause care treatments .................................................................. 30 
1.5.3 Complementary and alternative medicine menopause care provision and providers 34 
1.6 Chapter summary ................................................................................................ 39 
CHAPTER 2 LITERATURE REVIEW ..................................................................... 41 
2.1 Menopausal women’s use of complementary and alternative medicine ........ 41 
2.1.1 Introduction ................................................................................................................ 41 
2.1.2 Critical review of complementary and alternative medicine use in menopause: focus on 
prevalence, motivation, decision-making, and communication ......................................................... 42 
2.2 Menopausal women’s use of traditional Chinese medicine ............................. 56 
2.2.1 Introduction ................................................................................................................ 56 
2.2.2 A critical review of traditional Chinese medicine use amongst women with 
menopausal symptoms ........................................................................................................ 56 
2.3 Chapter summary ................................................................................................ 67 
CHAPTER 3 METHODOLOGY ................................................................................ 68 
3.1 Study design ......................................................................................................... 68 
3.1.1 The Australian Longitudinal Study on Women’s Health ........................................... 68 
3.1.2 Mid-age cohort of women .......................................................................................... 70 
3.1.3 Cohort study design ................................................................................................... 79 
3.2 Data collection and storage ................................................................................. 80 
3.3 Statistical analyses ............................................................................................... 80 
3.3.1 Cross-sectional analysis ............................................................................................. 80 
3.3.2 Longitudinal analysis ................................................................................................. 81 
3.4 Ethical approval .................................................................................................. 82 
3.5 Chapter summary ................................................................................................ 82 
ix 
 
CHAPTER 4 RESULTS ............................................................................................... 83 
4.1 Overview of the use of complementary and alternative medicine for the 
management of menopause-related symptoms ....................................................... 83 
4.1.1 Introduction ................................................................................................................ 83 
4.1.2 Complementary/alternative and conventional medicine use amongst menopausal 
women: Results from the Australian Longitudinal Study on Women’s Health .................. 84 
4.2 A cross-sectional analysis of the utilisation of complementary and alternative 
medicine practitioners within menopause care ...................................................... 88 
4.2.1 Introduction ................................................................................................................ 88 
4.2.2 Association between consultations with complementary/alternative medicine 
practitioners and menopause-related symptoms: a cross-sectional study ........................... 88 
4.3 A cross-sectional analysis of the utilisation of self-prescribed complementary 
and alternative medicine within menopause care................................................... 97 
4.3.1 Introduction ................................................................................................................ 97 
4.3.2 Association between use of self-prescribed complementary and alternative medicine 
and menopause-related symptoms: a cross-sectional study ................................................ 97 
4.4 A longitudinal analysis of the utilisation of complementary and alternative 
medicine practitioners and self-prescribed complementary and alternative 
medicine within menopause care ........................................................................... 106 
4.4.1 Introduction .............................................................................................................. 106 
4.4.2 A longitudinal analysis of women’s consultation with complementary and alternative 
medicine practitioners and use of self-prescribed complementary and alternative medicine 
for menopause-related symptoms, 2007-2010 .................................................................. 107 
CHAPTER 5 DISCUSSION ....................................................................................... 114 
5.1 Primary findings from the research ................................................................ 114 
5.1.1 Women’s use of different complementary and alternative medicine practitioners 
and/or complementary and alternative medicine therapies/products is associated with 
specific menopause-related symptoms .............................................................................. 115 
5.1.2 The prevalence of self-prescribed complementary and alternative medicine use is 
high amongst symptomatic menopausal women............................................................... 120 
5.1.3 Menopausal status influences women’s complementary and alternative medicine use 
for menopause-related symptoms ..................................................................................... 123 
x 
 
5.2 Significance of the research findings ............................................................... 125 
5.3 Implications from the research ........................................................................ 127 
5.3.1 Implications for women with menopause-related symptoms ................................... 127 
5.3.2 Implications for menopause care providers ............................................................. 129 
5.3.3 Implications for policy makers ................................................................................ 131 
5.4 Limitations of the research ............................................................................... 133 
5.4.1 Definition of complementary and alternative medicine ........................................... 133 
5.4.2 Selection bias ........................................................................................................... 133 
5.4.3 Recall bias ................................................................................................................ 134 
5.4.4 Questionnaire design ................................................................................................ 134 
5.5 Strengths of the research .................................................................................. 134 
5.6 Future research directions ................................................................................ 135 
CHAPTER 6 CONCLUSION .................................................................................... 139 
APPENDICES ............................................................................................................. 141 




TABLES AND APPENDICES 
Table 1 Number of participants in the ALSWH surveys by age cohorts, over the period 
1996-2012 ....................................................................................................................... 69 
Table 2 Participation and retention of the 1946-51 cohort over the period 1996-2010 .. 70 
Table 3 General description of menopausal women in the sixth ALSWH survey ......... 76 
Figure 1 Questionnaire items regarding complementary and alternative medicine 
practitioners consulted .................................................................................................... 71 
Figure 2 Questionnaire items regarding self-prescribed complementary and alternative 
medicine use .................................................................................................................... 72 
Figure 3 Questionnaire items regarding menopause-related symptoms ......................... 72 
Figure 4 Questionnaire items regarding menopausal status ............................................ 73 
Appendix 1 Australian Longitudinal Study on Women's Health fifth survey of the mid-
age cohort women (Survey 5) ....................................................................................... 141 
Appendix 2 Australian Longitudinal Study on Women's Health sixth survey of the mid-
age cohort women (Survey 6) ....................................................................................... 173 
Appendix 3 Ethics approval letter ................................................................................. 205 
Appendix 4 Media release associated with findings of this research............................ 207 

















Background: The use of complementary and alternative medicine (CAM) is 
increasingly popular and women are key drivers of this trend. To date, there has not 
been a nationally-representative study that has examined consultations with individual 
CAM practitioners as well as the self-prescription of CAM products, for a wide range of 
menopause-related symptoms, amongst women with different menopause status 
(surgical and natural menopause).  
Methods: This study utilised two distinct methodologies: a critical review focusing on 
CAM use and menopause symptoms via a search of the key medicine and health science 
databases for peer-reviewed articles published in the previous 10 years; and secondary 
data analysis from the Australian Longitudinal Study on Women’s Health – a cohort 
study designed to investigate multiple factors affecting women’s health over a 20-year 
period. Data from two recent surveys from the ‘mid-age’ cohort women were analysed: 
women aged 56-61 in Survey 5 conducted in 2007 (n=10,638) and women aged 59-64 
in Survey 6 carried out in 2010 (n=10,011). A combination of cross-sectional and 
longitudinal data analyses was employed, involving chi-square tests, multiple logistic 
regression and Generalised Estimating Equations, to examine associations between the 
use of various CAM modalities and products and menopause-related symptoms.  
Results: The two critical reviews found that a considerable level of CAM use was 
observed among women in menopause and that many menopausal women use CAM 
concurrently with their conventional medicine. However, communication regarding 
CAM between menopausal women and healthcare providers seems less than optimal. 
Additionally, the varied methodological rigor of the existing literature on CAM use in 
menopause was evident. In the cross-sectional analyses, 39% (n=3,904) of menopausal 
women consulted a CAM practitioner, 75% (n=7,508) self-prescribed a CAM product, 
and 95% (n=9,510) consulted a general practitioner. Differences in consultations with 
CAM practitioners and the use of self-prescribed CAM were observed amongst women 
with hysterectomy, oophorectomy and natural menopause. Longitudinal analyses 
suggested the overall CAM use amongst menopausal women declined with time and 
was lower amongst women with hysterectomy or oophorectomy compared to natural 
menopausal women. Cross-sectional and longitudinal analyses found that associations 
xiii 
 
between CAM consultations/self-prescription and menopause-related symptoms were 
inconsistent across women with different menopause status.  
Conclusions: This thesis presents empirical findings, in menopause care, regarding the 
use of CAM for menopause-related symptom management. This thesis highlights a need 
for future research to examine how menopausal women evaluate and make decisions 
related to the use of specific CAM. 
